S                       INTRODUCTION

Brome and Shirley carry this process further yet. Tfa
Sparagus Garden has a great deal of it; Hyde Park and
The Sail hcwt more. Indeed, Hyde Park is almost startling
in its modernity, with the race run almost on the stage, and
the betting, and the rest of it. Now, these were all well
anterior to the closing of the theatres. When they reopened,
Shirley's natural force was too much abated for him to carry
the matter further, and his latest plays are interesting, but
out of date. The dramatists of the interval, however, as we
may call that small and not very highly distinguished but
far from negligible group, of whom the chief representatives
were Lacy and Wilson, maintained the tradition. Lacyjs
Old Troop is almost daringly contemporary and positive;
and Wilson's extremely remarkable Cheats and Pro-
jector^ while showing the influence of Jonson almost as
much as does Shadwell, obey it in the Bartholomew Fair
direction almost as much as in that of Every Man in his
Humour.

Such was the state of the stage, and such the influences at
work upon it, when Dryden began his dramatic work. For
comedy, which he at first attempted, he admitted himself to
have no decided genius ; and the peculiar condition of it
which we have just outlined was not very favourable, even
to that almost superhuman craftsmanship which generally
enabled him not only to take up but to better any instruc-
tion on any pattern. He evidently saw that in the re-
presentation of manners and society lay the future of
comedy ; but manners and society themselves had changed
remarkably during the twenty years3 interlunium of the foot-
lights ; and it is matter of accepted biography that Dryden
himself was not much of a man of society. Neither was the
dialogue of repartee, which brought to the comedy of
manners so important a reinforcement, and which was un-
doubtedly to a great extent studied after Moliere, his special
forte; his guns were rather too heavy for that. It is not
therefore surprising that The Wild Gallant, his first attempt,
was a dead failure to begin with, and even after revision and
Barbara Palmer's support, remains no masterpiece. I still
think it a little better than it has generally been thought,
perhaps not always on direct acquaintance ; but nobody
could call it good.